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Social FcoJcgy and Social Ilehawior

The rOl,tt of the DifereatLal Usage of

Play Vz,terini thool_ C'Illdrcn

Diane Pcott Pat torson

University of rorth (Aims

would lihe to share with you the results of three s

rolat:oisp hetTqeen the octting in Tahich 3 child nets nnd the child's social

hehav±or in the nursery school classroom. Ecological analyses have repeatedly

demm5trated that netting or eortact Is a very pow

behavior . Despite these veil-do..menced findings on the effect of tm setLing,

the Drocesses by wh

al_ of the present w

behav that is, how Is it that particular settings becore associated w

particular social interactions in young boys and girls?

In a nursery school, different settings may be provided by different play

centers, each containing a certain type of toy. The purpose of thr first tuly

was to determine whether, in a typical nursery school classroom, the play

tiags influences the quality of children's social interactions. Do some set-

tings encourage assertive-disruptive interactions, and other settIngs, more

positi --constructive interaction

Subjects were fourteen boys and eleven girls, four and five-years old,

from a variety of -ocioeconcomdc and racial backgrounds. Observations we a

at four play centersfr Art, Ganes, Flocks and Dramatic Play. The Art,

and, Blocks centers contained the materIals to be expected front their na

l influence on social

eff cts achieved have Med obscure. ibe

ms to clarify the relatio7.-A between setting and

Dramatic Play, which seems to be an euphemism for housekeepin contained a

play stove and sink, play store, and a closet with old clothes for dress-ap.



vete nada at each c_ the four c,Inters 14:12e daily for

sieen days, duri-

tarmt of oheervati

free 71?y ;Lo Bach chlld at each center was

hiTty seconds. Iriero1'erver a eemcAt vas 917.

Recorded interactions wer cJasslficd into tua brac cazegories, ass

zupLi% _

2

Siri micructiue. A rtive -disruptive Igo, .1o1.; :0:Aen d

to be synonyiious with 'agar sive although some f the b-haviorL

category may be considered aggressive. Assertive-diiruptive Leha7iors

those uh-7oh interfeTe vlth other childr 'a activities or whiz!) disr-Ant the

routine of the classroom. Behaviors comprising the ssertive-disruptive

category include hitting, pushing hroTling toys, taklg toya, negative

command name-calling, ead others.. Ail other interactions were called

positive-constructive.

The first study found that total amount of interactim did not vary from

center to center. Interactions o curred in 61% of the thiry-second observa-

tion pe iode. :;ombining all centers. The percentages for individual centers

were all quite close to this figure, ranging f roan a low of 56% in Blocks to

a high of 557, in Cames.

Assert1.- _-disruptive interactions we e telatively infrequent _n all the

centers. Of all the interactions in all the centers,only 18% were assertive-

disruptive. The percentage of total int rac ions which were assertive did

vary according to center (Figure 1), The biggest difference was betueen Art,

where 6% of the interactions ware assertive, and Blocks, 23%. The percentage

fnr Dramatic Flay, 22%, is relatively high also. This center, however, -as

adjacent to Blocks in the classrooni, separated only by shelf, so that child-

ren moved freely between the centers. Other ceaters were more distinctly

separated physically.



The difference in esscrt!nin-dis.n ve Internet ccorring to cen-er

was confounded with a sex difference. noys were involved in the

assertive interactions at all centers. The four play centcrs were dif n-

ially attl ctive to boys and girls. This grap (Figure 2) shews the pro-

:ions of the observatIons of males ond of females made nt eacli

centers. Although more assartive int- actions occurred in Blocks, most of

the children playing the e were boys.

The first study found differences e kind of social interactiono as

a function of sex and setting without being able to separate the effects of

these two vriableo. The purpose of the second stuly w=ls to replicate and

extend the first study. Two five-rriintte observations were 'Linde f nineneen one-

and two-year-olds, all law-income Black children, end nineteen four- and five-

year- lds of a variety of racial and socioeconomic backgrounds in the same

nursery school as the first study. The results for four- and five-year-olds

were the same as in the first study : more assertive interactions for boys

than for girls and more in Blocks than in Art. Total interactions with other

childr n were greater for the older than for the younger age group (Fi e 3).

Assertive interactions were not significantly different for boys and girls

at the younger age level. No analysis of ehe effect of play setting could

be made the younger childrenpas they did not typically use any toy very

long and often were not using any toy when interactions occured.

Th- second study euggested that effects of setting and of sex emerPe

around the third or fourth year. As in the first study, the effect of

setting was cnnfounded with the sex effect for four- and five-year-olds.

an attempt to serarate these effects a third study was designed in which

gr ups of boys and groups of girls were observed separately with the experi-

menter controlling the toys available to the groups.
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in contrast to tile previous naturalistic observat_ons, children in this

study were observed two ten- inute -;es::.;ions in name-sex groups of three,

in an experimental TOOM equipped with Art teaals for one session and Blocks

fo the other. There were nine groups of boys and ten groups of girls. The

children were ddle-class and molt of them were white. Pm) Amental sessions

ware at least a week apart for all groups. Half of the boys and girls played

with Arc materials firscT the other half had Blocks fi

The rnsnber of five-second blocks in which interactions of any kind

cccurd and in assertive Interactions occurred were tested by nt tA-

varinte analysis of va iance. For total amount of interaction, thera was no

signifi ant interaction or main effe t. For assertive behavior, th

an interaction between sex and play material (Figure 4). The results for

girls were as expected--less a3sertive behavior then boys in both conditions

and slightly less in Art than in Bloc For boys, however, there was a

striking reversal of the expected effects. Boys showed much nore assertIve

behavior with Art naterials than with Blocks. In the erpermente1 Art setting,

some boys threw clay and crayons and stomped on clay in a manner that was

never observed in the classroom.

This surprising result may help us understand the way in which settings

iz:fluence behavior. Consider the possible explanations. Fi st, physical

materials may sot limits and constra nt on activities, including social

interactions. A second possibility is that children are selectively drawn

to materials that permit the type of behavior charac eristic of them; die-

rt*tive boys may choose to play at the Blocks center. Settings may have

differential attractiveness to diffe ent kinds of children. A third possibi-

lity is that the LouL,31_ , lulluence is in the interactions themselves.

Chil0 en, and adults, shape each other behavior in the sett_ g. So, in

6
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addition to whatever contributions physical materials make, the chil

interactions define expectations for behavior in that setting. Redefin-

expectations can chanre the effects of the settim.

There are differences in the physical materials in Blocks and in Art

that vroijld s to sunp--t different kinds of interactions. The child must

ils bodily ma eent s:lewhat in order Lo use nattriaiB appropriately

in Art. If the child behaves as expected, he paints or molds clay, tivities

which require only small movements of hands. Th2 activities in Blocks allow

e visor-us physical activity. here the normal course of play may lead to

more assertive interactions. In the first two studies assertive behavior

in Blocks often involved, for example, knocking over blocks, pushing a truck

into another child. In Art, the few ac-sertive incidents more clearly involved

inappropriate use of materia --as one instance in ,Yhich three boys made a

game of snashing clay into each others faces.

In addition, in Art in the classroom, the child was often expected to

-Woe something--a figure from the clay Or a picture from the paints and

paper--and they worked intently tovard that end uit_ut becomang in.rolved in

-tive behavior. There uas a coria , le clea cut product expected from

the child's activity in Blocks.

These differences betueen Blocks and Art, however, appear to be influenced

by the child's expectations, whiCh are in turn based on his past inter-ctions

in those situations. In the experimental Art setting, the controls usually

present in the classroom were not operating. In several instances, a boy

would look at the observer before throwing clay at another boy. Perhaps a

disapproving frown from the teacher would have been enough to inhibit the

behavior in the classroom but in the exnerimental room, the observer expressed

no disapproval.
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Once a boy initiated the thrce-ing of clay, the behavior continued only

if at least one other boy loined In. The baseline prohability (Figure 5)

of the behavior 'throwing clay" was relatively low but, given that one boy

threw clay, the Probability of his partners h 'ing the same behavior within

fifteen seconds ww relatively high67. Thus, the redefining of rules for

bchavi in Art seemed to be a reciprocal process. The cor lltion (Figure 6)

f ear:h child's "throwing clay with the other was extremely high, .99 for

Bow; 1 and 2, .97 bor. Bays 1 and 3, .99 for Boys 2 and 3. For half the fliflO

groups, the scores were 0 but in the groups where the behavior occurred, the

performance of the three boys was similar. A visnal representation (Figure 7)

of sequences of the behavior "throws clay" for four of the groups further

illustrates the relationships among the behavior of the three boys within

each group. The line represents the 12-minute session. Each mark reprenente

a five-second block in which the behavior occurred. Again, we see the

ilarity in behavior of the three boys within each group.

Settings were probably under continuing evaluatlon and oafinition by

children. Behaviors arc tried and the children learn through interactions

with others what is acceptable and unacceptable in various settings. For

exam le, two boys part of group 4 (in Figure 7) which had been extremely

assertive in their play in Art, were seen about ten minutes after their

session, sitting on the floor outside their classroom door, arms folded and

ning. The teacher had sent them out because they had continued their

assertive behavior in the classroomran unsuccessful attempt at redefinit n!

Uhy was there not a similar redefinition in nlocks and with girls? One

speculate that the experimental Blocks setting, with groups of three boys,

was more like the classroom Blocks center, which was often occupied by only

boys. The boys behaved much the same way they would have in the classroom.

8



Bringing boys together in AI.t, e.. not typically an all- oy activity,

may have led to the easy reaefiuition of he situation. In the ease of,girlo,

there was a much lower probability of assertive interactions in all situations.

To suimnarize, it appears that there Is an effect of play setting en social

interactions of four- and five-year-old children. The effect

for than for girls nod -_robahly

y be grea

f1ned through the interne:ions

children and adults in the settins. Redefi- i _ion can occur in a short time

if ineractious with people in that settin,, are different from those expected.



BLOC _3 ART DRAMATIC GA ES
PLAY

CENTER

Figure 1. Proportion of assertive in erection& at the four play centers.
A comparison of the center having the highest proportion of assertive
interactions with the center having lowest proportion revealed that the
number of observation blocks in which at least one assertive interaction
occurred was significantly greater for Blocks than for Art ( 2 . 7.59,
<01).
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Figura 2. Proportion of observations of males and of females at the four
play centers. Boys chose to play in the Blocks center more than in any other
center and girls, in Art, during the free play hour.



40

300
0
03

YEAR OLDS (N=I9) 5 YEAR LDS (N=I

N4 F k F MF MF
TOTAL A SERTIVE TOTAL ASSERTIVE

INTERACTIONS

Figure 3. Number of five-second blocks in which interactions occurred for one-
and two-year-old and four- and five-year-old males and females. Total amouat
of social interaction with other children was significantly greater for four-
and five-year-olds than for one- and two-year-olds (t2.67, z <:.005). Tests
of sex differences in total interactions yielded nonsignificant t's for both
age groups.

In the older group, ell nine girls and four of the ten -boys had 0 scores
for assertive interactions. The number of non-zero scores was significantly
greater for boys than for girls (Fisher exact probability test, 405). Tbe
t-test for the difference betweet; ;oys and girls in the younger group was not
significant.
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A

Fivire 4. Number of fiire second blocks in which assertive interectiensoccurred for males and females in Blocks and Art. There was a significAn
interaction betueen sex and play materials (F=4.4, a < .05). There Was a
sigrtificent-differeace between boys and girls in Art (F=1.1. 7, 2..c.-002).The difference between 13 oya and girls -in Blocks was not significant.



II Sub jec
Throws Clay

Thr_

(Baseline Probability) .11 . 89

s 5. Baseline and conditional probability for behavior "throws cla
male group partners. If one boy threw clay, the probability of his

partners showing the same behavior within 15 seconds was .67, much higher
trimm the )aseline probability of the behavior.



"Throws"
of

Child I

0 40 so
"Throws"of Child X

x=r1.2=; 9 9 o.
(Dori 3=. 97 '0<- 001o-_ _

0 le 3=. 99 2..001

Figure 6. Scatter diagram and correlations o throws clay" for the three
partners hi male groups.
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